Chronic neuropathy associated with immune complexes of hepatitis B virus.
In 7 patients, including one autopsied case, with neuropathy associated with hepatitis B virus infection, histologic examination of sural nerve biopsies revealed small vessel vasculitis in the vasa nervorum. In all cases, immunofluorescent deposits of hepatitis B surface antigen, immunoglobulin and C3 complement were detected in the vasa nervorum. That these deposits could represent immune complexes composed of hepatitis B virus was supported by the serologic demonstration of high serum-level of immune complexes and by the ultrastructural demonstration of electron-dense deposits around the endoneural capillary and in the endoneurium. The densities of large myelinated fibers were significantly lower than controls (P less than 0.01) in 6 of 7 cases. These results suggest that immune complexes composed of hepatitis B virus might play a significant role in the pathogenesis of endoneural and epineural vascular lesions, through which neuropathy may be induced in patients with hepatitis B virus infection.